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Setting
the scene

The Systems Shifting Initiative

The Shifting Systems Initiative (SSI)" encourages
philanthropicfunderstoworkmorecollaboratively
and to direct longer-term, more adaptive, and
more responsive resources to grantees and
investees. SS| believes that this method of funding
willenable grantees and investees to scale up their
solutions to better address the most pressing
problems they work on, and contribute to positive
systemic change around those challenges. The
Initiative was launched in 2016, and over the next
five years (2017-2022) SSI conducted research
and convened dozens of events with funders and
partners in the US, Europe, Africa, Asia, and Latin
America.

Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors (RPA) manages
the Initiative, providing operational capacity and
infrastructure. Financial support comes from RPA's
philanthropic partners: the Skoll, Porticus, Ford,
and Chandler foundations, with modest additional
funding coming in 2023 from Cartier Philanthropy
and repeat grants from Skoll and Ford.

The most recent phase of the Initiative started
in June 2020 and included the commissioning of
an evaluation to inform its next phase, consider
how systems change in philanthropy has evolved
as a field, and evaluate the role of the Initiative in
contributing to that evolution.

SSI was originally called Scaling Solutions toward Shifting Systems.

Evaluation purpose, questions,
and approach

The purpose of this evaluation is twofold: first, to
inform the strategic discussions for the next phase
of the Initiative. Second, to share its findings with
the broader field of actors working on systems
change in philanthropy who are interested in
participating in the collective dialogue about its
future, and in the implications of this evaluation
for the field at large.

This evaluation pursues the following five strands
of inquiry:

1. Howandtowhat extent has the philanthropy
sector taken up the concept of ‘systems
change”

2. How and to what extent has SSI contributed
to changes in discourse and practices in
philanthropy?

3. What were key successes and challenges
faced by SSI and what can we learn from
them?

4. What have we learned about what works to
influence philanthropic behavior? and

5. What are the opportunities for the
operational and governance model to be
improved?


https://www.rockpa.org/project/shifting-systems/scaling-solutions-case-studies/

These five questions were the basis for the
evaluative inquiry and the findings are presented
in this report (Section 2).

Behind this process lay a few strategic dilemmas
regarding SSI, and we used emergentlearning (EL)
throughout the evaluation process to combine our
inquiry with an exploration of these dilemmas.
This evaluation is intended to contribute to the
Steering Group’'s (SG) work crafting a broader
learning agenda for the Initiative. The insights and
reflections from SG members gathered during the
sense-making moments of the evaluation also
informed the recommendations and strategic
choices presented in this report (Section 3).

A note on learning-led systems
evaluation

Learning-led evaluations support strategists and
implementerswhoworkin complex environments,
helping them assess the patterns and dynamics
at play in the systems in which they work. Unlike
evaluation approaches that are built on linear
thinking and seek determinative answers, this
evaluation intends to provide insights that will
help SSI grapple with the strategic choices that
take place in complex environments, where there
is not necessarily a unique, correct, or linear way
forward.

In practice, this evaluation has used guiding
principles and intentional design choices to
develop the frames and methodology used.
Over the course of seven months (between
December 2022 and June 2023) evaluators and
commissioners jointly crafted an evaluation
process that drew heavily from emergent learning
and learning facilitation tools. Through interviews

and workshops, we gathered information with a
variety of actors in philanthropy’s systems change
ecosystem, reviewing internal documentation and
literature. We also used information gleaned from
a detailed, annotated bibliography, composed by
Sarah Gemski, and a webcrawl analysis conducted
by Steve Waddell. Further details regarding the
principles and methodology that form the basis
for the evaluation can be found in Annex II.

Learning has been central throughout the process,
beginning with an in-depth inception stage and
continuing through frequent conversations, four
sense-making workshops with the participation of
the full SSI team, a series of corresponding pre-
workshop learning briefs, and one internal debrief
workshop for the RPA team.

This report represents a crystallization of the
learning to date and builds on the above-
mentioned intention of supporting SSI (and other
partners in this work) to engage with strategic
dilemmas, rather than resolving them. Hence,
the findings and recommendations in the report
are not intended to provide definitive answers,
but rather to deepen understanding and broaden
visibility of aspects that will hopefully support the
team as they move into the Initiative’s next phase.

Darling et al. Emergent Learning: A Framework for Whole-System Strategy, Learning, and Adaptation. 2016.



Summary of
findings

The terrain in which the Shifting Systems Initiative (SSI) operates has itself been shifting significantly in
recent years. SSI's choices about strategic focus, niche, and positioning for the future are best made
while taking into account the following: a deep understanding of the broader context and the dynamics
at play in areas in which SSI intervenes, the assets it has developed that serve as the foundation for
future work, and the lessons it has learned from its experiments catalyzing change to date.

This report is designed to take readers through this process step by step. First, we share insights about
the changing context and its implications for SSI (Section 2.1). Then we synthesize findings about how SSI
is perceived and the value it has added to the field, including reflections on the effectiveness of the suite
of tactics it has deployed thus far (Section 2.2). Next comes a set of recommendations for increasing SSI's
impact in the future, followed finally by five potential scenarios for SSI's position and perspective” going
forward (Section 3).

success in disseminating systems concepts in the
philanthropic community - itself a heterogeneous
community. This diversity also signals the

How and to what extent has the
philanthropy sector taken up the

concept of systems change?

In the years since the Shifting Systems Initiative
(SSI) was founded, in 2016, the context of systems
change work within philanthropy has changed
considerably. The conversation is more energetic,
there are more discussion spaces around
systems change, with a broader participation
and interest, with the result that systems change
is now a messy, crowded space with a great
diversity of orientations, frames, languages, and
approaches. This diversity points to a certain

See Patton, Strategy as the Focus for Evaluation, 2010.

following: 1) Many organizations and their staff
are convinced of the value of a systems change
focus and are grappling with how to make this
shift happen; 2) The variety and number of actors
and approaches means that there are many
avenues for funders to hear about and connect
to systems work; and 3) There is high tolerance
for different conceptual interpretations, and the
variety of approaches aligns with the diversity of
needs, entry points, and applications.



However, this same diversity also creates a set of
challenges that actors like SSI need to consider
as they strategize in this highly complex and
increasingly competitive space. These challenges
include the following:

P The field is having difficulty coalescing around
a shared, collectively vetted body of evidence
and wisdom about what really works.

> The proliferation of approaches and
conceptual confusion in the field has led to
some resistance and backlash, with detractors
believing that systems change is a fashionable
distraction from the real work.

P Pushback is also coming from those steeped
in the equity and social justice discourse,
many of whom find systems change language
exclusionary and the intervention and
problem-solving logic of systems change to
be strongly Western, Northern, and even
neocolonial in nature.

P SSI's message and work can get lost among the
other voices advocating for systems change.

Much of the systems change work of SSIand similar
initiatives is focused on shifting philanthropic
practice towards practices that are more informed
by systems principles. However, these efforts are
confronted with the “stickiness” of the dominant
mental models in philanthropy as well as the set of
powerful actors who continue to push “command
and control” styles of philanthropy. There is a
general sense that there is substantially more talk
about systems change than action and change in
practices or behaviors.

There has been a sharp upswing in attention to
and interest in “systems change” as a concept
in the past 4-5 years within the philanthropic
community. A literature review confirmed that
the concept of systems change is still evolving and
that academic discourse on systems change has
likewise not produced critical works that clearly
define the field. It is, one could thus say, a field
still in the making.

Many philanthropy actors now explicitly
embrace systems perspectives, with a small but
growing body of gray literature emerging that
is practitioner-based, normative/prescriptive,
and that includes case studies. We see far more
agreement across the sector on core principles
and on what does not constitute taking a systems
approach than on common features, frameworks,
or approaches™. Overall, the field's grappling
with external-facing aspects of systems change
work (i.e., how to diagnose problems and bring
about systems change) is more developed, while
the field is just beginning to address questions
about the internal (institutional and personal)
transformations required to engage in systems
change work.

There are some shared antecedents. For example, the leverage points work of Donella Meadows is often referred to, as well as the iceberg model, the
mental models work of Peter Senge, and systems mapping tools which date from the 1990s. The Waters of Systems Change publication and model has
been a more recent (Kania et al, 2018) reference point for some, but many organizations and collaboratives create their own normative frameworks based
on their experience and learning with systems change work. Collections of relevant tools are available.



Put broadly, the field of systems change in philanthropy appears to have moved from the framing stage
to the networking stage, where innovators are connecting and ideas are proliferating, but practice is not

yet converging or maturing (See Table 1)

> THE EVOLUTION OF A FIELD OF PRACTICE

Framing

Networking

Maturation

Standardization

Indeed, both the literature review and the
evaluation interviews suggest the sector is not
yet coalescing around common definitions,
conceptual frameworks, or methods for systems
change. Much of the philanthropic literature
on systems change tends to be produced by
consultants and consulting groups with market
incentives to position their thinking, frameworks,
andtools as unique and even proprietary. It should
be noted that within what academic literature
there is, systems research is not considered to
have a mature or widely accepted theoretical
basis.

Diversity is also reflected in the many terms used
to describe systems work (i.e., “taking a systems
lens,” “having a systems orientation,” “using
systems language,” “using systems frames”)".
This diversity is highlighted by stakeholders in

Bridgespan, 2009.

Conceptual framing and isolated practice examples.

Networking of innovators and the proliferation
of practices. Practices are fragmented and often
considered proprietary.

Maturation of practices. Convergence around
common methods and tools. Integration of previously
differentiated practies. Development of a professional
implementation support network.

Practices become highly standardized and [...] Reward
systems reinforce desired behaviors.

US-based philanthropy as well as in philanthropy
in India, Kenya, China, Brazil, and Colombia“’. In
these countries, publications on systems change
concepts are in many cases still based on Global
North philanthropy practices rather than local
experiences and perspectives from the Global
South. Interviewees and participatory workshop
participants hypothesized that this is part of
the wider trend of funders in both the Global
North and South undervaluing knowledge and
culture that is produced in the Global South and
in other historically marginalized communities.
The annotated bibliography (Gemski, 2023) also
highlighted that phrases like “transformative
change,” “community philanthropy,” or “shifting
power” were more likely than “systems change”
to be used in publications by the Global South
philanthropic networks reviewed in this search
(see, for example, EAPN, 2022)".

In 2017, an article in SSIR identified three dominant understandings of systems in philanthropy: 1. addressing root causes, 2. adapting to complexity, 3.

catalyzing large-scale change (Vexler, What Exactly Do We Mean by Systems?,

The evaluation hosted participatory dialogues about the national funding ecosystem with philanthropic and civil society organizations from Brazil, Colombia,

2017).

China, India and Kenya as SSI had worked with these organizations in 2019 and 2020 (more on this in Section 2.2).

East Africa Philanthropy Network,Philanthropy and Changing Power Dynamics, 2022.


https://eaphilanthropynetwork.org/philanthropy-and-changing-power-dynamics/

Our analysis identified a number of communities, with corresponding bodies of literature and tools,
formed around distinct underlying assumptions about how philanthropy can affect systems change.
These are loosely underpinned by different disciplinary branches that inform the systems change field,
from complexity science, to ecological theory, to social systems theory. The underlying assumptions and
theories of change of these communities could be framed as follows:

We change systems by
working together.

We change systems by seeing
the system and understanding
systems thinking better.

We change systems through
scaling.

We change systems by
focusing on power structures,
shifting power relations and
ensuring that disadvantaged
groups gain more power in a
new and different system.

We change systems by
changing ourselves and our
relationships.

Systems change takes place through collaboration across sectors and
levels of intervention, through the combined efforts of a number of
foundations, and by working from the local to the global level.

Systems change takes place through systems tools and practices. This
means using systems language, frames, and tools to map and identify
intervention points. This also entails the education of other foundations
and grantees in the use of systems tools.

Byidentifyingindividuals/organizations thatare innovating, and supporting
them as they scale their work, we can have more influence in shifting the
system. In other words, change is made by finding the future today and
promoting that. Itis also about scaling at the level of systems, emphasizing
the interconnectedness of innovating individuals/organizations with other
stakeholders in the system. The selection of grantees is made according to
the foundation’s values and goals.

Systems change takes place through changing structures of hierarchies.
This entails a focus on identifying underlying structures that can be
leveraged to make sustainable changes. Systems change through funding
social movements, activism, networks that openly challenge power
hierarchies around wealth, race, gender, etc. This tends to align with a
focus on “transition” and an interest in participatory grantmaking.

Systems change takes place through deep internal work within the
foundation to deal with imbalanced power relations, structural
inequity, historic trauma, and racism, and by bringing anti-racism and
complex intersectional power analyses to practice. This tends to align
with interest in trust-based philanthropy and participatory grantmaking.

The diversity of perspectives about systems
change work that is found in the broader field will
affect funders working collaboratively, and is also
reflected at a smaller scale within SSI's Steering
Group (more on this below in Section 2.2). We
have observed that the values and beliefs of a
particular funder will determine its choices about
which of the systems change funding principles
and practices it will emphasize, and which it will
ignore. Importantly, both for initiatives like SSI
and for funders who are trying to navigate the
diverse array of systems change theories, tools,
and frameworks, these underlying assumptions
are often invisible and can even often be at odds

with one another. These unspoken assumptions
and at times conflicting ideas about systems
change can create frustration and cynicism within
teams if they are understood as being at odds
with each other or being mutually exclusive.
This interpretation can reduce teams’ ability
to implement a systems change approach and
can even unintentionally trigger backlash or
resistance. Although the diversity of ideas in the
field provides opportunities for rich thinking
and debate, it also creates a more challenging
operating environment for SSI and others who are
hoping to see significant behavior shifts among
philanthropic institutions.



The rise in interest in systems change has been
attributed to a number of factors, both external
and internal to the philanthropic world. Principal
among the external factors have been a series
of global events that have been crucial to the
adoption of systems change theories in northern
and western foundations. The collapse of the
financial market in 2008 and the emergence
of the Occupy Wall Street movement in the US
influenced the impact investing field. The murder
of George Floyd, the subsequently reignited
Black Lives Matter movement, and the resulting
national conversation in the USA focused on
questions of structural racism, inequity, and
power have all been instrumental in focusing
attention on the promise of systems change work
(as well as increasing criticism of its disappointing
returns thus far). This conversation has affected
philanthropy beyond the US and the centrality
and scale of the subsequent racial justice
reckoning was highlighted by different evaluation
participants, across many geographies~. Similarly,
the global pandemic and growing awareness of
the climate crisis, combined with political gains

among authoritarian movements globally, have
shaken up philanthropy in the US and beyond. The
conversation around systems change itself has
changed, focusing now on the idea that grappling
with power and equity is critical to systems change
work ', and this is accompanied by the critique
that systems change work in its current form is
insufficient to addressing power and equity or,
much worse, is reinforcing unjust arrangements.

Within philanthropy, there is a wide range
of understandings of systems change. On
one hand, women'’s and feminist funds have
long incorporated systems change into their
core principles, such as communities of care
and including social movements in their
decision-making. On the other hand, some
funders have rigid and heavily top-down
structures, while simultaneously holding a
disproportionately significant amount of
money and power. Individuals in these spaces
often make sole decisions on the allocation
of immense funds, with little understanding
of or connection to grassroots movements,
indigenous communities, or other local
communities that have the most innovative
and essential solutions to our global crises.
These top-down actions then perpetuate
systems of oppression rather than address
the root causes of injustice.

Kézha Hatier-Riess,
Global Greengrants Fund

The COVID-19 pandemic created logistical problems for philanthropy, but also shed new light on pre-
existing social disparities, particularly social, racial, and gender inequalities, as the spread of the virus,
lockdown measures, and unequal access to vaccines have affected different social groups differently,
exacerbated by the fact that the vaccine roll-out reflected existing power imbalances among nations.
For many, COVID-19 also spurred a drive towards more flexible funding approaches, at least for the
duration of the pandemic. According to people we talked to in this evaluation, the pandemic played a big
role in accelerating a focus on systems change among foundations in Colombia and Brazil, for example,
and provided a greater incentive for collaboration among donors and regranters and pushed funders to

work with communities to solve urgent needs.

Note that the events highlighted here are primarily based in the US. This is a reflection of US-centricity in global philanthropy in general, and in this
evaluation as well, despite efforts to bring perspectives from stakeholders outside the US.

Petty et al, Systems Change & Deep Equity: Pathways Towards Sustainable Impact, Beyond “Eureka!”, Unawareness & Unwitting Harm. 2020.

il



2015 and before

2016

2017

2018

Systems Change and Philanthropy Timeline

Major events, key publications, projects and initiatives that have shaped systems change and philanthropy in the past decade

Knowledge Initiatives, Events,
Products Groups & Collectives

The Climate and A A st Annual Skoll
A Land Use Alliance ¢ ¢ |World Forum (2004)
IigKiEi (2006) . Giving Pledge
Systems, D. g 8 (2010)
Meadows R Copenhagen CoP

(2008) Academy for (first big funder
Systemic Change . delegation at CoP)
(2010) : (2009)

Steven Godeke and Douglas
Bauer, Philanthropy’s New
Passing Gear: Mission-
Related Investing—A Policy

Big Bang g 8 Collapse of the
Philanthropy (2011) g & financial market,
FE Occupy Wall Street,

which led to the

and Implementation Guide School of System launch of Impact
for Foundation Trustees, Change (2015) FE linvesting (2009)
Rockefeller Philanthropy g 8

Advisors (2008)
School of System
Change (2015)

Thousands Currents B £
Academy (2014) g & Divestment
F movement (2011)

Collective Impact
Methodology FSG (2011)

SDG launch (2015)

including the rights of the women within these groups.

Paris CoP (2015)

Throughout the
years: UNFCCC CoPs

;

The Paris Agreement

Academy for &
(adopted in 2015,

Impact Gap Canvas - D
Papi - Thornton

Systemic Change .
5 Rs Framework USAID n}',nerges with ﬂ.;ge signed in April 2016) #shiftthepower
Sustainability hastag starts
Institute and to e_stabllsh in
becomes Academy philanthropy
for Systems Change sector

Tenure facility

Social movements calling for systems change

Donald Trump'
election

The Audacious
Project (first cohort

SSI Scaling Solution towards
Shifting Systems

Continuous activity of different funders' alliances like Edge Funders or Ariadne
Continued growing awareness on inevitability of climate impact and urgence to grapple with it

-2018)
A New Model of Collaborative
Philanthropy - Co-Impact Nia Tero
Co-Impact

Collaborative Innovation
Methodology - CoCreative

Continuous activity of PROSPERA, the Internarional Network of Women'’s Funds, the largest women'’s fund network globally

Funder Learning
Community for
Women and the
Environment,
initiated by Global
Greengrants Funds
and PROSPERA

NDN Collective .

Systems
Understanding
for Social
Impact Learning
Collaborative

FSG Water of Systems
Change

SSI Approaches for Impact,
Approaches for Learning

Continuous activity of the Rights and Resource Initiative (RRI), a global coalition focusing on securing Indigenous, community, and Afro-descendant land rights.

Decolonizing Wealth, Edgar
Villanueva

12



2019

2020

2021

2022

2023

Knowledge
Products

Global Fund
for Community
Foundations,
Shift the Power
Manifesto for
Change

Co-Impact
Handbook on
systems change

SSI Assessing Systems
Change:
A Funders’ Workshop Report

SSI Scaling Impact Toward
Systems Change: Exploring
Good Health for All in Kenya

SSI Scaling Impact Toward
Systems Change: Exploring
Gender Equity Efforts in
India

SSI Scaling Impact Toward
Systems Change: Narrowing
the Rural Equity Gap in
Colombia with Focus on
SDG 8 & 16

Embracing complexity,
Ashoka et al.

SSI Seeing, Facilitating and
Assessing Systems Change

Re-imagining European
philanthropy, (McKinsey's
report in response to
covid19 crisis)

The systems work on social
change, Rayner and Bonicci

How Philanthropy Can
Support Systems-Change
Leaders (Bridgespan)

Seven steps for funding
system change, Ashoka

The relational work of
Systems Change, Milligan,
Zerda Kanya

SSI Shifting Power to Shift
Systems: Insights and Tools
for Funders - Power and
equity workshop series
summary report

Ariadne’s
Forecast report 2023 reflects on
systems change uptake in European
philanthropy

Blog post on Systems Change and
the future of philanthropy (January
2023) by Philea, Ashoka, Are we
Europe and Dark Matter Labs
https://philea.eu/opinions/
systems-change-and-the-future-of-
philanthropy/

Continuous activity of PROSPERA, the Internarional Network of Women's Funds, the largest women'’s fund network globally

Initiatives, Events,

Groups & Collectives

MacArthur
100&Change

SSI Funders
workshop -
Assessing Systems
Change

Pathways to Power
Symposium

Oxford's Systems
Change Observatory

Edge Funders
2019 Conference
- Organizing
philanthropy for
systemic change

including the rights of the women within these groups.

C2030 (launched at
the WEF)

Participatory
Grantmaking
Community

WINGS co-leads
with UNDP the
Sustainable
Development
Goals Philanthropy
Platform (SDGPP)

Collective Change
Lab

Re-Imagining INGOs
(RINGO Project), and
its funder “pod”

Black Feminist Fund

Continuous activity of different funders'’ alliances like Edge Funders or Ariadne

Doria Feminist Fund

PEXForum (European
philanthropic
infrastructure) focused
on “Driving (eco)systems
change: Exploring the
transformative power
of collaboration in
philanthropy”

Inventer Demain - A
program of Fondation
de France

llluminate Funder Node
(November 2022 to
summer 2023)

Continuous activity of the Rights and Resource Initiative (RRI), a global coalition focusing on securing Indigenous, community, and Afro-descendant land rights.

A

Social movements calling for systems change

Continued growing awareness on inevitability of climate impact and urgence to grapple with it

Murder of George
Floyd and beginning
of the racial justice
reckoning in the US

and Europe

Beginning of the
Ukraine war

Anything Else

MacKenzie Scott
pledge (and
subsequent

givings)

Funders pledge to flexibilise
funding and reduce reporting
requirements in response
to covid 19 crisis, in London,
Europe and US (Council of
Foundations)
https://covid19funders.
org.uk/
https://cof.org/news/
call-action-philanthropys-
commitment-during-covid-19

The belonging pledge,
launched by Confluence
Philanthropy

Call to action for racial equity
in the capital market

Protecting our Planet Pledge

More governments
developing approaches to
feminist funding (Canadian
and UK)

Indigenous People and Local
Community land tenure
Pledge

This chart represents the variety of perspectives around systems change in philanthropy described in the rest of the report; it also reflects Global North / US-centered
views of ‘gloval evets' that predominates in the philanthropic ecosystem of SSI and in this evaluation work. Note that all SSI publications are represented on this chart. For a
discussion of how influential these were, see Section 2.2 of the report.



This socio-political context, combined with the ti-
reless labor of many activists-working both inside
and outside philanthropy-and organizations to
change philanthropy, have contributed to con-
vergence of three discourses that are interrelated
with systems change:

P As mentioned before, considerations around
equity, justice, and the decolonization of
wealth have gained momentum and become
increasingly linked to systems change
concepts, as the need for philanthropy to
grapple with power relations also gained
momentum from 2016 onwards

Significant interest is building for flexible,
unrestricted, general operating funding. This
is driven by the Trust Based Philanthropy
Initiative '©, in the US, and the Open &
Trusting initiative = of the Institute for
Voluntary Action Research, in the UK, and
has been amplified by the high-profile entry
of MacKenzie Scott in the philanthropy
scene. This type of funding enables shifts
in relationships and power, the “below the
waterline” dimensions of systems change
that prove hardest for many foundations to
embrace.

Finally, the idea of transformation or trans-
formative change is sometimes presented as
one mode of systems change (e.g., juxtaposing
incremental change with radical or transfor-
mational change to underlying systems rules
and arrangements), and sometimes as the end
goal (transformation of a system that is being
perceived as dysfunctional by an actor or ac-
tors). There is now a growing body of work
around transformative inner work and rela-
tional work'“, which are considered by many
systems change theorists to be essential, as
philanthropic practitioners and institutions
are participants in the system they are trying
to affect rather than actors who observe and
manipulate systems from a distance.

In parallel, other trends specific to philanthropy
are important to highlight. There seems to be
some momentum for the creation of funds aimed
at directly funding Indigenous-led organizations,
such as Nia Tero and NDN Collective, community-
led organizations, feminist movements, such
as the recently created Black Feminist Fund and
Doria Feminist Fund, and social movements more
broadlythroughregranters. Thereis alsoagrowing
interest in participatory grant-making, the result
of values pushed by social movements, including
values of democratization, decolonization, shifting
decision-making power, and concepts of justice,
all of which are now increasingly permeating
philanthropy.

The hashtag #ShiftThePower started to establish itself in philanthropy in 2016, see Irfan, What will it take to shift power in grantmaking? 2022.

https://www.trustbasedphilanthropy.org/

https://www.ivar.org.uk/flexible-funders/

See, for example, Milligan et al, The Relational Work of System Change, 2022.



At first glance, these philanthropic trends appear
to compete with one another for attention and
salience in a crowded field of philanthropy-
influencing efforts, all of which are trying to
respond to socio-political crises through different
frames. However, several interviewees believed
the convergence of socio-political events and
crises with the general trends in philanthropy
mentioned earlier offer the opportunity to
accelerate the adoption of higher-quality systems
change work, provided that the systems change
field 1) becomes more adept at foregrounding
issues of power and equity and 2) partners more
effectively with philanthropy-influencing initiatives
that connect with funders through different entry
points and frames.

Many collaborative learning spaces within
philanthropy are beginning to support a systems
change frame. SSI, Catalyst 2030, llluminate, the
Systems Understanding for Social Impact (SUSI)
learning collaborative, and others devoted to
collective discussion and learning about systems
change have de-risked this space, opened new
venues for learning and dialogue, and have
effectively made it a risk to not explore systems
change. Although these conversations are still
being led by a small number of organizations
relative to the philanthropy world as a whole,
there are an increasing number of spaces to
connect (conferences, meetings), more invitations
for regranters or grantees to share insights,
and more studies, reports, examples, tools, and
models devoted to trying to understand what

Ali, In My View: Funding more proximately isn't risky but not doing so is., 2022.

having a focus on systems change means both in
theory and practice.

However, field commentators and several of
our interviewees assert that many foundations
have adopted systems language without a clear
understanding of what it means in practice and
without a corresponding shift in funding practices.
Most said that, while there is a lot of talk, there is
not a lot of “walk.” While some organizations noted
greater openness for collaborative partnerships,
or being invited to join spaces that they did not
have access to before, it has proven difficult to
translate conversation and learning into a deeper
quality of funding practice.

I'think a lot of funders are in the space we are,
where they've picked up the lingo of systems
change, but they don't really understand
what it means and how to apply it in their
day-to-day work.

Foundation staff

The risk of a foundation adopting systems change
terminology and framing without a corresponding
shift in practice is threefold.  First, grant
applicants and recipients bear the unnecessary
burden of re-tooling their own language to fit
funders’ new frameworks with no real benefit
to themselves. Second, obscuring old practices
with new language reduces funder accountability
for their effects on the field. Lastly, and perhaps
most importantly, according to interviewees, the
organizations, communities, and people at the
forefront of more transformative system change
are struggling to raise funds for their work ~. In
a sector that is known for being risk-averse, this
calls for a rethinking of where the actual risks lie,
and for whom (see Annex I).



EVALUATION O

I think the way that funders fund also needs
to match the scale of the problems that exist
and the requirements for delivering systems
change. So that means larger, longer-term,
more flexible grant making, where the people
who really know what the system’s change
needs to be, who understand the problem on
the ground, and who understand the context,
who know the key actors, who have the right
partnerships. So it's putting them in the
driving seat by providing that more flexible,
open funding.

Mitali Wroczynski,
Co-Impact

E SHIFTING SYSTEMS INITIATIVE

Many stakeholders identified this lack of follow-
through as a major factor impeding systems
change work in different geographies and across
different types of organizations. Box 1 reviews
the funding landscapes in countries where SSI
has sponsored gatherings—Brazil, Colombia,
China, India, and Kenya—from the perspectives of
philanthropic and civil society organizations that
took part in the dialogues the evaluation team
hosted.




Box 1//

Spotlight of insights on the
funding landscape in Brazil,
China, Colombia, Kenya, and India

Changes in the political sphere directly influenced
the philanthropic landscape and increased
collaboration to protect democratic health. The
COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the collaboration
between civil society and philanthropic funders, to
provide emergency response. This collaboration
has continued ever since, part of the efforts
to strengthen the country’s democratic health
and with the intention to put Brazil back in
the international spotlight. Beyond the usual
incentives for individual organizations to promote
their branding in order to secure funding, civil
society has organized to protect itself as a
collective.

The philanthropic community in Brazil seems
more comfortable embracing complexity and
recognizes the need to work collaboratively to
address complex challenges. Blended finance
mechanisms have also increased collaboration
and enabled new connections in the search of
new co-funding arrangements (i.e., the Brazilian
National Bank matches donations received from
other sources). Beyond the diversity of funding
sources, actors value the diversity in perspectives
and ideas that this new plurality of actors is
bringing.



Some funders recognize the promise of systems
change approaches, and have adopted systems
change theory and systems change solutions
as tools to address key issues. In practice, this
has produced some improvements in reporting
in some organizations. However, overall there
has been no big shift towards systems change
behaviors and no significant progress on the
availability of core funding, for example, with the
continued dominance of results-based analysis
and the prevalence of the idea that operating
costs should not be covered. COVID-19 also had
an impact on philanthropic resources, and this
decline hampered the further development of
systems change practice in China.

Systems change is perceived as a foreign funder-
led idea that needs to be localized and aligned to
fit with national funders’ priorities and strategies.
Government limitations on foreign intervention
also encourage this localization process. There are
some examples of peer learning among Chinese
funders around systems change, and some
government policy does support collaboration
among funders. There could also be a potential
role for China in south-south collaboration, as
part of developing the philanthropic sectors in
different countries in the Global South, with China
sharing its learning about how systems change
can help improve philanthropy. New entrants into
the philanthropy sector in China (namely large
tech companies, and other companies that surged
during the pandemic) may be allies in renovating
the philanthropic sector.



While Colombia was dominated by very traditional
approaches to philanthropy until recently,
systems change is gaining interest. It is perceived
as an imperative for foundations to gain a more
holistic understanding of issues they are funding,
in addition to collaborating with other actors
on those issues. While some stakeholders fault
domestic foundations for not taking enough
time to reflect on their place in the system, the
COVID-19 pandemic has substantially increased
system-level collaboration, and stakeholders
acknowledge that this collaboration is needed to
be effective and to achieve scale moving forward.
In the last few years, more grant-making and
operational foundations have been planning
using a systems lens, rather than a project
mindset. Funders have encouraged civil society
organizations to connect and collaborate with
others who have complementary capabilities or
skills. Thereis more mutual recognition of the value
that individual actors can bring to the whole, and
a conviction that to achieve large scale systems,
different types of actors need to collaborate
(civil society, government, private sector, etc.).
The private sector has emerged as a new actor
partnering with civil society, and is focusing on
Environmental, Social and Governance factors
(ESGs). Some actors even identify a shift in the
sector culture, which is becoming less concerned
about individual space and contribution, with
less ego and self-promotion, and exhibiting more
willingness to explore what it would take to make
the biggest impact.

Despite this meaningful evolution, certain
counterproductive  practices persist. Many
funders (particularly international and multilateral
agencies) continue providing short-term funding,
assessing performance against initial targets and
plans, and using a project mindset to direct their
spending.



There is growing interest in systems change
concepts, marked by diverse nomenclature and
understandings across the sector. For example,
actors interchangeably refer to ecosystem
change, scaling, collaboration, creating linkages
between sectors and actors, and so on. There
is a greater availability of tools, resources, and
research, as well as examples of experiments and
innovations associated with systems change that
are helping to create confidence in the approach.
This all points to systems change being a more
accepted concept within philanthropy, but at the
same time systems change is not considered to
have had a significant impact on foundations'’
funding practices. The COVID-19 pandemic is
considered to have interrupted the conversation
around systems change within philanthropy in
India and slowed changes in practice. COVID-19
also focused the efforts of foundations on relief
and resilience in short term, rather longer-term,
systems change initiatives.

Leadershipin and support of working with systems
change concepts is perceived as emerging from
foreign philanthropic organizations and is even
identified as reflecting the neocolonialist attitude
of foreign philanthropy.

Priorities for systems change may be set in
funders’ global headquarters outside of India, and
organizational structures are not set up to break
down silos and work across sectors.

This is further complicated by legislative changes
restricting foreign funding opportunities and
limiting funding for grassroots and civil society
organizations (CSOs). Increasingly, new entrantsin
the philanthropic sector are interested in tackling
more complex issues, and are shifting away from
the idea that scale is about the number of people
reached, and looking at issues intersectionally
and holistically.



More collaboration between funders and
among different actors were noted, but overall
funding is shrinking due to Kenya emerging as a
lower middle-income country, and consequent
reduction of official development assistance
(ODA), which is also in part a result of the rise of
far-right governments in the Global North. On the
other hand, policies and regulations put in place
by the government have dampened the desire of
many organizations to support and fund Kenyan
organizations.

The landscape for quality funding is exhibiting
signs of more long-term funding and more
flexibility from donors, but core funding is lacking.
Adire lack of funding for grassroots organizations
was noted, and for women-led work in particular.
A lack of trust between funders, intermediaries,
and grantees was highlighted, and evaluation
participants pointed out that local, Kenyan
knowledge and experience are undervalued.
This shows up, for example, in how philanthropy
frames and conducts “capacity building,” and also
shapes the assumptions behind these efforts
and the language used. It was mentioned that
there is a “colonial” attitude to Kenyan knowledge
and tradition, and that local expertise is not
leveraged, which in turn limits the adoption of
systems change in the country. Some observed
the emergence of a different approach to
partnership, however, characterized by openness
to two-way conversations, an interest in working
in partnership in a humble way, and general
donor appetite for learning. The role of feminist
funders was also highlighted, crediting them
with introducing different ways of working (such
as asking grantees to provide a single one page
report, rather than cumbersome, repeated, and
lengthy reports).



Implications for the future of the field and
for SSI

Interviewees from civil society organizations
(CSOs) focused on transformational systems
change often explained the gap between language
and action as a result of the following factors:
philanthropy’s predominant mental models
about change, assumptions about impact'” and
the need to demonstrate “success”, obsession
with (quantitative) measurement (also see
Annex |). These are linked to the undervaluing of
Indigenous/homegrown Global South knowledge
and that of historically marginalized communities
overall, as a result of how power structures shape
mental models as well as entrenched mistrust
and racism. Moving from talking about systems
change to funding systems change requires not
only training, frameworks, and tools, but a deep
mindset change and paradigm shift. While not
necessarily a new insight, this should encourage
SSI and other philanthropy-influencing initiatives
working on systems change to think more deeply
about the strategies and tactics that are most
likely to break through to these deeper drivers of
philanthropic behavior.

While embracing systems change in its many forms
is generally thought to be a positive evolutionary
step for philanthropy, the differences in ambition
and approach are starting to trigger pushback in
some places.

Onerriftin the field is “radical/transformational”
thinking versus “pragmatic/incremental”
thinking. Predominant approaches to systems
change work in philanthropy are perceived by
some as focused on making existing systems

See Joshi, Plotting Impact Beyond Simple Metrics, 2022.
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more effective, whereas systems change work
focused on transformation is about shifting
the underlying goals of the system, examining
power structures, and pursuing a realignment
of power. Some see activities such as pooled
funding, funding collaboration, the shift to
general operating support, and the alignment
of investments to reflect a foundation's values
as not holding a sufficiently clear and ambitious
picture of a more just and equitable future. This
is driving some actors to abandon the language
and framing of systems change in favor of
“transformative change strategies.” Others are
leaving collaboratives that they perceive are not
ambitious enough in pursuing transformational
rather than incremental change goals.

| see an interesting distinction between
“systems change” and “transformation”...
the former is being “dragged down” into
being relatively modest in comparison with
its original protagonists, and focused on the
“external.” Transformation s increasingly
incorporating and transcending “systems
change.”

Systems change thinks about: “How do
we make the system more effective?” And
that's not what transformation is about.
Transformation is talking about, “What are
the goals of the system? Who should we
be? Are we doing the right things?” and ...
dealing with power structure and powered
realignment?

Transformation is painful for many, many
people.

Steve Waddell,
Bounce Beyond



Relatedly, many see systems change as ano-
ther form of exercising “power over.” Some
evaluation participants shared stories of founda-
tions and civil society organizations rejecting the
tools and language of systems change as techno-
cratic, Western, and neocolonial, as systems chan-
ge practices can sometimes be carried out using a
colonial charity model vis-a-vis historically margi-
nalized social groups, which reproduces colonial
dynamics and leads to a perpetuation of those
same mindsets. Some evaluation participants also
questioned the ability of systems change to bring
about deep changes, as it is becoming more and
more mainstream. We specifically heard from in-
terviewees in the Global South that systems chan-
ge practice is often viewed as an extension of the
Northern/Western “assistance” view of internatio-
nal development, which can make things worse,
particularly when paired with a lack of understan-
ding of the local system. In this case, Northern/
Western foundations promoting systems change
approaches can replicate the same power dyna-
mics and lack of humility that deeper systems
change aims to address.

An alternative to systems change that we heard
in this evaluation focuses on just transition. This
framing acknowledges that what is needed is to
foster a path to a different society, one that would
address current systemic power imbalances. Ulti-
mately it is about a transition towards a new set
of rules for the game, rather than shifting power
within an existing set of rules.

I don't really talk about systems change
myself anymore. | don't think that's a helpful
frame. And I think it's come to mean so many
different things. And | find it quite hollow. To
me, talking about a systemic lens is about
understanding that we need to look at root
causes, understanding that everything
is interdependent and interconnected.
Understanding that the sort of scale and
complexity that we need to work with is a
systems scale, having a systemic lens, | think
is helpful. But I've found a lot of the systems
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change concepts to become increasingly
unhelpful. So personally, [this] is not language
I use in my work. And I've not really talked
about it for quite a few years. And instead, |
definitely talk about transitions. | talk about
systems shifting design, but mostly | find the
framing of transitions much more useful. |
think because we just are in transition, as a
society, as an economy. There’s lots of ways
in which we know where we're transitioning,
and | think transition is plural. So | think it
becomes less questionable, because when
you use the language of systems change,
people are like what system? You know, what
does that even mean? Can you really change
a system? Whereas | think, just acknowledging
that we are in many big transitions, the
question becomes, what's the role then for
you as an individual, you as an organization,
you as a funder? What's the role or roles for
you to play within transitions?

Cassie Robinson,
Paul Hamlyn Foundation and Joseph
Rowntree Foundation

Those promoting social justice in philanthropy
push for a clear-eyed examination of the current
limits of systems change work and assert that
philanthropy has co-opted and de-radicalized
the concept. The same capitalist structure
and individualist mindset that produced many
foundations influences what philanthropy can
and is willing to do to change systems.



EVALUATION OF THE SHIFTING SYSTEMS INITIATIVE

| think the type of changes that these
recommendations or these theoretical
concepts on systems change are calling
for are so deep and are so structural, that
[this] would mean the end of philanthropy
in itself. How do we work towards
dismantling philanthropy? And of course,
there’s resistance and there is shyness and
there is reservation, or there is hesitation,
containment about the next step, what comes
if philanthropy is really dismantled. And |
think it has a lot to do with risk, the aversion
of risk, the deep core risk. And ultimately,
| struggle and | think there is a struggle, to
imagine the end of capitalism, or the end
of philanthropy, or the end of how these
systems operate. And I'm not sure we need
to have the imagination of what comes after,
before we act. | think these probably need
to happen in parallel, | mean the planning
of a post-capitalism era and the doing of it.
But definitely, | think, while there are more
of these talks, rhetorics, concepts, small
changes out there, | think that funders still
want to keep certain control of the journey of
the resources, of these transformations, or at
least be seen as catalysts of transformations.
Which is understandable. But then who are
we fooling? How can funders be even more
honest about where they are? And how much
power are they willing to cede?

Maria Alejandra Escalante,
FRIDA | The Young Feminist Fund

Interviewees also highlighted the historic
structural inequalities that determine whose
knowledge is valued by foundations. Several
interviewees reflect that people from Indigenous
and racialized communities’’, along with Global
South-ern and local knowledge, are undervalued,
and there is a dominant belief that Northern-
centric and white ways of knowing “know
best.” This leads to foundations—including

those ostensibly engaging in systems change—
to favor working with collaborators who also
have Global North-based educations, language
skills, money, and power, which perpetuates
structural inequalities. More importantly, this
often excludes organizations at the forefront of
systems change wor